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Chapter 15: Starry Sky 


"...Did something happen yesterday?" 

"Huh?" 

Asami asked out of the blue during our work shift. I was concentrating 
on stocking some shelves, so my reply ended up coming out in a stupid- 
sounding voice. 

Seemingly somewhat frustrated by my reaction, she repeated herself ina 
sharper tone of voice. 

"Don't 'huh' me! I'm asking whether something happened with Yaguchi." 

"Mr. Yaguchi? Why?" 

Hearing his name was enough to set me on edge, but I tried not to let it 
show on my face. 

Although I was working the same shift as Mr. Yaguchi again, he hadn't 
said a word to me. I was also feeling awkward about the previous day's 
events, so I did appreciate his silence, but this sight must have given Asami 
the sense that something wasn't quite right. 

If I told Asami what had happened with him the day before, I doubted 
that either Mr. Yaguchi or I would benefit from it. It didn't seem like either of 
us were going to mention it, so as much as I hated keeping Asami in the dark, 
I decided to keep my mouth shut. 

Asami stared at me for a couple of seconds, then tutted. 


"I hate it when you're like this, Sayu-chaso." 


"Uh..." 

Asami turned on her heel and headed toward the door to the office. Mr. 
Yaguchi was back there on break. 

"H-hey!" 

I chased after her in a panic, but she threw the door open, unfazed, and 
stormed into the office. 

"Huh? What the—?" 

I heard Mr. Yaguchi's voice coming from inside the office. 

I hurried into the room to find Asami standing imposingly in front of Mr. 
Yaguchi, who was sitting on the folding chair and eating his boxed lunch. 

"What did you do to Sayu-chaso yesterday?" 

Asami jumped straight to the crux of the issue. 

Mr. Yaguchi stared blankly back at her, then cast his gaze in my 
direction. The look on his face was plainly asking, "Did you tell her 
something?" I shook my head reflexively. 

When Mr. Yaguchi saw my reaction, he gave a wry grin, then explained 
exactly what had happened. 

"I went to her house and suggested we have sex." 

"Wha—?" 

"She said no." 

"Well, duh! How stupid can you be?!" 

Asami roared, making Mr. Yaguchi frown and shake his head in 
response. 


"If I didn't ask, how would I know the answer?" 


"You should know before you ask! Wait, you didn't assault her or 
anything, did you?" 

Mr. Yaguchi scratched the left side of his nose at this scrutiny, then 
flashed a simple smile as he gave his answer. 

"W-well, sort of." 

"You—!" 

The instant she heard what Mr. Yaguchi said, Asami swung her right 
hand full-force and slapped him in the cheek with her palm. The sound of the 
strike echoed throughout the office, and then, Mr. Yaguchi dropped his 
chopsticks on the floor. 

Shocked by how candidly Mr. Yaguchi had admitted to his actions and 
how Asami had suddenly slapped him, I could do nothing but stand on the 
spot, flustered. 

"That hurt...and you made me drop my chopsticks." 

"Whatever. It only hurts for a moment, and then it's over." 

Asami retaliated coldly as Mr. Yaguchi cradled his cheek. 

Looking up at Asami, who wasn't acting like her usual self, he had gone 
pale. I couldn't see the look on Asami's face from where I was standing, 
though. 

"You might just keep doing stuff like that like it's part of your life's 
mission..." 

Asami's voice trembled slightly as she continued to speak. 

"But when people have already been scarred, your actions further add to 


their pain, and it opens up old wounds too." 


I saw that she was clenching her fists tightly. 

"Your thoughtless actions could make someone else's countless scars 
sting with pain! Just because you can't see them, it doesn't mean they're not 
there." 

The anger in Asami's voice was plain to hear. I'd never seen Asami so 
obviously infuriated, and it must have been Mr. Yaguchi's first time 
witnessing it, too. We both kept on listening, speechless. 

Asami's shoulders were now trembling, but her words were quiet yet 
clear. 

"People who hurt others when they're already down and wounded are 
trash. You're nothing but trash!!" 

Asami continued raising her voice until, finally, her anger exploded and 
she was screaming at Mr. Yaguchi. He didn't move an inch; he stayed frozen 
in place ina state of shock. 

"Apologize to Sayu-chaso." 

see 

"Apologize!!" 

"F-fine. I get it. I will. I'll apologize." 

Overwhelmed by Asami's passion, he nodded compliantly a few times. 

The moment he shifted his gaze toward me, a voice from inside the store 
called out, "Excuse me!" 

Come to think of it, all three of us were holed up in the back room even 


though the store was still open. 


Asami's mouth dropped open, and after a momentary wince, she turned 
back to face Mr. Yaguchi. 

"Apologize. No ifs or buts!" 

"Okay. Fine." 

As soon as she heard his reply, Asami breezed past me and darted 
toward the storefront. "I'm terribly sorry to make you wait!" I heard Asami 
say in a higher-than-normal voice when she got to the register. 

With Asami gone and the two of us left alone in the office, Mr. Yaguchi 
let out a sigh of apparent relief. 

"Argh... Nothing but friendly faces everywhere around here, aren't 
there...?" 

I said nothing. 

He muttered this statement, then turned to face me. After uncomfortably 
biting his lip a couple of times, he bowed his head in my direction. 

"My bad about yesterday." 

"Huh...?" 

"I don't think I was in the wrong to suggest it... But, yeah, I accept that I 
might have been a little too forceful. I just...got a little overexcited, y'know." 

He mumbled with his gaze still directed toward the floor. Then, he 
looked up at me. 

"I've never done it without the other person's consent. But if I'd kept at it 
yesterday, I would have ended up tarnishing my good track record." 

"What are you talking about...?" 


I couldn't help but reply truthfully. I'd only ever thought of him as a 
disturbed individual. 

However, going by what he said and did yesterday and the look on his 
face, he probably didn't mean any harm. The two of us were just too 
misaligned to ever see eye to eye again. 

"Uhh..." 

"Hm?" 

I decided to vocalize the question that suddenly popped into my head. 

"Why did you tell Asami about all of that, but not about our past? 
Wouldn't you be able to use that to justify your actions slightly?" 

I was referring to what he'd insisted repeatedly the day before: We 
never had any problems having sex before. | doubted it would justify what 
he did the previous evening, but I assumed that if he'd told her something like 
"We had that kind of relationship in the past, so I thought it'd be okay,' he 
would have sounded a bit more reasonable. 

And yet, Mr. Yaguchi never mentioned any of it. 

He blinked in surprise a few times, then cocked his head with a curious 
look on his face. 

"Well, I promised not to mention anything about our past as long as you 
let me come over, didn't I?" 

His response left me bewildered. 

He was the one who insisted he just wanted to talk, but once we were 
home, he went straight in and assaulted me. Was he really going to keep his 


other promise? 


His behavior was so inconsistent that it wasn't even confusing anymore; 
it was just hilarious. 

"Pf!" 

"Huh? What's so funny?" 

"Nothing. It's just...you're just so odd, Mr. Yaguchi." 

"Huh...?" 

He furrowed his brow; he seemed to have found my blunt statement 
somewhat offensive. 

"T still don't think I can forgive you for...what happened yesterday." 

Mr. Yaguchi said nothing and merely tilted his head slightly. I continued 
to speak. 

"I don't even feel angry anymore. I... was just scared yesterday, but if it 
happens again, then..." 

I gathered all my strength to look directly into Mr. Yaguchi's eyes. He 
met my gaze and opened his mouth in shock. 

"..1 will get mad." 

When I warned him, his jaw hung slack for a few seconds, then a gasp 
escaped his lips. 

"You're pretty scary. It won't happen again... Besides, I found out the 
hard way how terrifying your guard dog can be, too." 

He said in a playful tone of voice, before leaning over to pick up the 
chopsticks he'd dropped earlier. 

"But that guy you're living with... He's gonna let you go to waste." 


"Huh?" 


Mr. Yaguchi tossed the chopsticks into the garbage can and shrugged his 
shoulders. 

"He might be bringing you up to be a good woman, but he'll never have 
you for himself. He's so serious that it'll make him miss out on the good 
things in life, I think." 

"A...good woman?" 

"Yeah. Haven't you realized?" 

With those words, he gave me the same smirk as he did the day before. 

"My cheek's killing me right now, so I'm gonna go buy a drink from the 
vending machine to cool it down." 

Mr. Yaguchi got up from the folding chair and headed for the door that 
led out of the office. On his way toward it, he turned around and pointed at 
me. 

"I've apologized. Be sure to let Asami know." 

"Uh, sure..." 

"And..." 

Mr. Yaguchi scratched his head and raised a single eyebrow before 
continuing. 

"Let her know that she sounds pretty scary when she's not using all that 
slang." 

"Please tell her that yourself." 

He cackled at my reply, then made his way out. 


I was left in complete silence, alone in the office. 


Considering how frightening I'd found Mr. Yaguchi the day before, I was 
surprised at how calm I felt. 

That said, the reason behind that was as clear as day. 

Yesterday, Mr. Yoshida had protected me from him. 

And today, Asami had taken on that role. 

The fact that there were people in my life who would protect me was 
enough to take away that fear. 

I never knew how empowered I could feel. 

* 

"Huh, Yoshida-cchi isn't coming home today?" 

".,.Looks that way." 

I let Asami in, who'd turned up at Mr. Yoshida's after her shift as if it 
was second nature to her, into the living room before I prepared dinner. As I 
was cooking, a message from Mr. Yoshida appeared on my phone. 

‘Sorry, I'm having a little trouble at work today, and I have no choice but 
to help out, so I'm gonna stay over at the office tonight. I feel really bad 
leaving you home alone after what happened yesterday, but there's nothing I 
can do about it on this occasion... Really sorry. No need to cook anything for 
me tonight. Just make something for yourself. Don't go out unless you really 
have to. If anything happens, just message me. 

I was surprised by how long the message 1s; Mr. Yoshida's texts were 
usually very concise and to the point. 

Asami took a peek at the screen as I was reading it and perused it with 


me. 


"He worries way too much, LOL. Does he think he's your dad or 
something?" 

"Yeah... Well, I did give him reason to worry." 

Asami side-eyed me as I said this, then elbowed me in the ribs. 

"It wasn't your fault, Sayu-chaso." 

I couldn't answer. 

While I was trying to work out how to respond, Asami snatched my 
phone out of my hand and started typing out a message without asking for 
permission. 

"Hey, wait!" 

"I won't write anything bad. Don't worry." 

She assured me nonchalantly as she tapped away at the screen at an 
astounding speed. 

"Heya, Yoshida-cchi (“-*) It's Asami here. I'm at your place with Sayu- 
chaso now. I'm thinking I might stay the night so I can keep an eye on Sayu- 
chaso, since you can't make it home tonight. I'll be, like, her guardian. Pretty 
sick idea, right?! DM me ASAP, kthxbai." 

Asami's message astonished me. 

"Uh, can you really stay over?" 

"It's all good." 

"Won't your parents worry?" 

I asked, and her eyes darted around the room for a moment. I hardly had 
time to process my confusion before she plastered on a smile and nodded. 


"It's all good, seriously! They're not even home today!" 


"Oh, I see..." 

I slightly regretted asking such an insensitive question. 

That was when my phone started vibrating; I had a reply from Mr. 
Yoshida. 

‘Sorry. If you're able to stay over, I'd appreciate that. Thanks.’ 

Asami saw the text and grinned. 

"Did you see that, Sayu-chaso?! We're gonna get to spend the whole 
night together! Wild!" 

"Yeah. Wild." 

Her smile was infectious; it always looked so gentle that I couldn't help 
but get caught up in it. 

"Well, how about we have dinner first? You must be starving." 

I asked Asami, but after a moment's thought, she shook her head. 

"Nah. I'm good on dinner." 

"Hm?" 

"There's a place I wanna check out, actually. Wanna come?" 

She suggested, pointing out of the window. 

It was already after 8 pm, and it was pitch-black out. 

"At this time of night?" 

"Yep-yep. In fact, this 1s the time to go." 

"Well, I guess we'll be okay as long as we go together. Let's do it!" 

"Ayyy! You always know what I'm saying, Sayu-chaso!" 

Asami gave an emphatic clap of her hands and jumped to her feet. 


"If we're good, then let's get moving right away! Come on!" 


"W-wait... Where are we going?" 

"It'll be more fun if you find out when we get there. Oh, and we'll have 
to stop by my house, bet." 

"R-really?" 

She continued to run me through her entire thought process as she 
headed toward the entryway. I hurriedly turned off the stove and the living 
room lights, slipped my phone into my pocket, and followed her out of the 
house. 

"There aren't many street lamps in this part of town. It seems like it 
would be scary to walk around alone at night." 

"Really? It just seems normal to me." 

"There are way more around my place. It's so bright, it's kinda 
annoying." 

"O-oh. I see." 

We continued to talk nonsense as we walked along, and our 
surroundings became more and more unfamiliar to me. We were only ten 
minutes away from Mr. Yoshida's, and yet I recognized none of the buildings 
around me. 

Then, just as Asami had said, more and more street lamps began to line 
our path, and I noticed the area getting brighter. The types of buildings were 
also different; they were all immaculately-designed, detached homes. 

"Wait here a second." 

Asami suddenly stopped in her tracks and grinned at me as she made 
this request. 


"Uh, s-sure." 

I nodded, and Asami took out her wallet and pulled out a thin card. She 
then inserted the card into a machine fixed onto the large gate that stood 
before us. After making a loud, clunking sound, the gate automatically began 
to open slowly. 

gO) se 

When I looked up, I saw a massive house being revealed from behind 
the opening gate. I had never thought of these places as 'houses,' but rather as 
‘large buildings.’ 

"I-is this your house, Asami?" 

I asked, and Asami turned back toward me and gave a small, "Yep." The 
smile she flashed me afterward was broad, but it contained a hint of sadness. 
When the gates were fully open, Asami darted inside. A few seconds later, I 
heard a clunking sound and saw Asami had come back, pulling a bicycle 
behind her. 

"T'm back!" 

"A-a bike?" 

"Yep-yep. Our destination isn't exactly in walking distance." 

"Wait, do I have to get on there, too?" 

"That's right. C'mon. Hop on the back." 

"Riding tandem... Is that really a good idea?" 

Ifa cop catches, we might be taken into custody. 

My words brought a self-satisfied smile to Asami's face. 


"Would you rather run behind me?" 


"Don't be mean!" 

"Just chill. The po-po don't patrol where we're going. It's in the city, but 
it's basically the countryside." 

"The po-po..." 

As we continued chatting, Asami shut the gate behind us, then straddled 
onto her bike. She then patted the rack on the back of the bike to usher me on. 

"C'mon, it'll be fine. Hop on." 

"Fine..." 

I cautiously sat sideways on the back rack. Asami looked back at me out 
of the corner of her eye to make sure I was seated, declared, "All right, we're 
off," and began pedaling. 

The sway of the bike made me lose my balance. 

"Whoa!" 

"You can put your arms around my waist. Hold on tight." 

"O-okay..." 

I grabbed onto Asami's waist, just as she told me to, and immediately 
felt as if I'd regained my balance. 

The wind whipped against me as the bike quickly picked up speed. I felt 
the breeze blowing against my legs; my top half, however, was warm from 
embracing Asami. 

How could someone I had only just met make me feel so secure? 

Thoughts like that filled my mind. 

"Hey, Asami." 


"Hm?" 


Before I realized it, I found myself talking. 
"I'm..." 

"Yeah?" 

"I'm from Hokkaido." 

"Whoa! That's pretty far away. What made you come all this way?" 

Should I tell her now? Was this the perfect moment to say it? 

Those questions didn't even cross my mind. 

Before I knew it, I was telling her who I was and where I was from, as 
if it were no big deal at all. 

Asami pedaled the bike while interjecting at a slow, comfortable pace 
to let me know she was listening. 

As we spent this calm time together, it felt like something huge, heavy 
and dark that had been hanging over me was slowly dissolving into the night 
air, making me feel liberated. 

I told her about what I'd been through before I was here; I told her about 
meeting Mr. Yoshida, Ms. Yuzuha and Asami; and then, I told her about Ms. 
Goto. 

Around the time that I finally finished explaining it all, Asami stopped 
pedaling. 

"We're here." 

Asami announced, stopping the bike. That was when I realized that the 
scenery around us had changed entirely. 

"Wow..." 


Before I knew it, I let out this exclamation in awe. 


We were on top of a tiny hill. I couldn't believe how many plants there 
were nearby; I never knew that so much nature really existed within the city. 
In front of us was a park, which contained nothing but a small bench and a 
lawn. 

And in the sky, the stars were shining bright. 

"Pretty, isn't it?" 

"Yeah..." 

"This is my favorite place to come." 

Asami parked her bike at the edge of the park as she said this, then 
slowly walked toward the center of the lawn. 

She then lay down in the grass. I went and lay down beside her. All I 
could see were the stars. 

"It really is beautiful... I never knew you could see this many stars in the 
city." 

"It's kinda freaky, right? The first time I saw it, I was shook." 

Asami cackled, then let out a small sigh. The words that followed were 
few and muted. 

"Dad's a politician." 

"Huh?" 

"Mom's a lawyer. Mad-funny, huh?" 

"Wait, are you talking about your parents?" 

"Yeah." 


She let out a huff through her nose, then carried on speaking. 


"My parents have always been really busy, so I got left alone all the 
time. I wasn't unhappy or anything, but it was pretty lonely. It made me start 
hating that massive house I live in." 

"Oh, really...?" 

"I started dressing in this super edgy way to get my parent's attention, 
but it just made my mother pass out from the shock and my father go nuts. It 
still never made them wonder why I was doing it or anything." 

"Yeah." 

"And my mother would always get real mad at me if I didn't keep up 
with my studies. So I studied hard like she told me to." 

It was no wonder Asami was so smart. It all made sense now. And yet, 
at the same time, I felt a little sad for her. 

"Mom wanted me to be a lawyer, too. I realized that around the time I 
started middle school. But I don't really care about that lawyer stuff." 

"Yeah, I don't think you're cut out for it." 

"Pwah-hah! That's a little harsh, don't you think? Well, anyway, that's 
why I..." 

At that point, she suddenly stopped talking. I waited for her to continue, 
but her mouth stayed shut. I turned to her in curiosity and saw that for some 
reason, her face had gone red. 

"Huh? What is it?" 

"Um... You won't laugh, will you?" 

"Huh?" 


"Promise me you won't laugh." 


"I-I won't, promise." 

Though I had no clue what was coming and was nervous about what she 
might say, I was determined to hear her out and take her words seriously. 

When Asami heard my response, her eyes darted around in a slightly 
suspicious manner. Then, she quietly admitted it. 

"I wanna be a novelist." 

"What?! That's amazing! You definitely can be!" 

"M-maybe... I-I mean, if I could, that'd be great." 

"You can do it! I'm sure of it!" 

I'd seen the essays Asami had written for school; I remembered just how 
impressive I found the flow of her writing, and how well-structured the 
passages were. 

"Okay. I get it." 

Asami was blushing so much that, despite how dark it was, I could still 
tell how red she'd gotten. 

"So that's why I'd rather study literature than law." 

"Oh, I can understand that." 

"But when I told my mother that, she was totally opposed to the idea." 

"... Yeah, I guess that's no surprise." 

Asami sighed and pointed toward the star-filled sky. 

"That was the first big fight my mother and I had. So, as rare as it 1s, my 
father brought me out of the house for a while. This is where we came." 

She narrowed her eyes slightly as she stared up at the sky. I looked at 


her face from the side as she told me about these memories. She looked so 


much more mature than she usually did. 

"And we rolled around in the grass, and we watched the stars together, 
just like we're doing now. I was so shocked at how pretty they were. That 
was when Dad told me that no matter how big my worries might seem, they 
were tiny compared to the size of the universe." 

Asami cackled to herself, seemingly finding this funny, and narrowed 
her eyes again. 

"I didn't have a clue what that bald old boomer was talking about, with 
all that large-scale stuff." 

"That's mean of you." 

"I mean, why bring space into it all of a sudden? They might not be 
galaxy-sized, but I still have my issues. After all, I'm only human." 

Asami said, laughing. Then, the look on her face suddenly turned 
serious. 

"But still... Even though I couldn't get on board with what my father told 
me at all, looking at the stars did get me thinking." 

"About what?" 

Asami gave a momentary pause in response to my question, then replied 
in a quiet but clear way. 

"There are so many big stars in this universe, but for some reason, we 
all still have lives to live and things to do." 

Asami's side profile looked extremely pretty as she gazed at the stars 
and expressed these feelings of hers; so much so that I found myself joining 


her in looking back up at them. 


"From the perspective of the stars, we're tiny. We're so tiny that I doubt 
they'd even be able to see us, and yet we still have our own histories, futures, 
and each and every one of us put our all into accomplishing what we can in 
our lifetime." 

I stayed silent. 

As we watched the night sky stretch out in front of us together, I felt 
Asami's words slowly began to sink in. 

"Well, you might be wondering why I started to talk about myself all of 
a sudden, but..." 

Then Asami gently took my hand into hers. 

"You've got your own history too, Sayu-chaso, and your own future. No 
matter what happens, that will always be yours to keep. From what I've 
heard... I can tell that the past has been tough on you, but..." 

She squeezed my hand tight, then crooked her neck to turn to face me. 
Our eyes met. 

"It definitely happened for a reason. It'll be alright." 

I found myself unable to reply. 

My eyes began feeling hot underneath. 

Asami, unconcerned, kept her gaze fixed on mine and carried on talking. 

"You've made it this far, even if you got all beaten and broken up along 
the way. That's amazing. You're such a fighter, Sayu-chaso. I can understand 
why you'd keep telling yourself to just keep going. But sometimes, it's okay to 
stop walking and ride a bike." 

Me eake.., veal.” 


"You've walked this far. I know you can make it back." 

"... Yeah!" 

I wrapped my arms tightly around Asami, who was lying next to me. 

My eyes felt like they were burning. Ever since I got here, all I ever did 
was Cry. 

"There, there. Don't cry. Don't cry... I said don't cry!" 

My face was pressed against Asami's body, so I couldn't see the look on 
her face, but I could hear that she was sniffling as well. 

On top of the tiny hill, beneath that starry sky. 


Asami and I spent a good while crying our eyes out. 


Chapter 16: The Future 


"I'm really sorry about yesterday...!" 

After I finished my overnight shift, I headed straight home and 
apologized to Sayu, who waved her hands back and forth dismissively in 
response. 

"Don't worry. It's not your fault, Mr. Yoshida!" 

"But still..." 

"It's fine, trust me. Anyway, never mind that. Why don't you go and get 
changed? Dinner will be ready in no time." 

She pushed against my back and forced me through the living room. 

There were still many more things that I wanted to apologize to her for, 
but it didn't seem like there was any point in arguing back, so I complied 
obediently. 

While I changed out of my work suit and into my pajamas, Sayu rushed 
about preparing our dinner. By the time I was done, the whole meal was 
already set out on the table. 

"Thanks." 

"No problem. Let's eat!" 

Sayu clasped her palms together enthusiastically to offer thanks for our 
meal, then scooped up her chopsticks. She was clearly trying to make things 


less awkward for me. 


I offered my thanks as well, then took a sip of miso soup. I could feel 
my whole body relaxing. As strange as it was, I always found that drinking 
Sayu's soup made me feel like I was truly home. 

"Sayu." 

I'd had something on my mind the entire time I was at work. 

"Yeah?" 

Without even giving her a chance to crook her neck in puzzlement, I 
lowered my head ina deep bow. 

"I'm sorry you had to suffer like that." 

"Huh? No, you don't need to—" 

"Sorry I wasn't here to protect you." 

"You did, though!!" 

Sayu shouted, before jolting as if she'd been startled by the volume of 
her own voice. Then, she shook her head from side to side. 

"You did protect me..." 

"But still, you must have been hurt, Sayu." 

"I got what I deserved. It just reminded me of the journey I'd been on 
before I came here." 

"But..." 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

Sayu interjected before I had the chance to argue back. 

She placed her chopsticks on the table and looked at me straight in the 
eyes. 


"Before I came here, to live with you..." 


She continued, giving me a serious look. 

"I never thought anyone would ever come and save me. I| just thought 
that as long as people took advantage of me, I could take advantage of them, 
too. I had this twisted way of thinking." 

She was taken advantage of. She gave others what they wanted from her. 
Then, she would take advantage of them in exchange. In her case, this must 
have meant having a safe place to stay. In that sense, she was right; that was 
exactly what she had been doing. 

"But then..." 

Sayu paused there and shut her eyes. She took in a long, slow breath, 
then exhaled. When she opened her eyes again, the look on her face was 
extremely gentle, and she was wearing a natural smile. 

"I met you, Mr. Yoshida. You were the first person to ever protect me. 
And I met Asami, and she accepted me, too." 

Her eyes started to well up as she said this. 

I couldn't take my eyes off the smile that had appeared on her face; it 
was the first time I'd ever seen her smile like that. 

"I wanted to run away from all the hurt, but no matter how far I ran, I 
was still in pain. I thought that my pain would never end, but at the same 
time, I couldn't stop running. And I've been having a really hard time." 

With that, she jumped to her feet and came up next to me. She sat back 
down on her knees by my side and grabbed hold of my pajama sleeve. 

"But then, I started living with you... And finally... Finally, I..." 

Sayu gazed into my eyes and tugged on the sleeve. 


"I-I can... I can think about the future now." 

These words gave me goosebumps all over my body. 

"The future..." 

I found myself repeating after her unintentionally. 

"Yeah, the future." 

She nodded and continued to speak. She had tears welling up in her 
eyes. 

"It's not about how far I can run away anymore. It's about where I can go 
from here. I can actually consider that now." 

"Sayu..." 

"I'm going to give some proper thought to...what I should do, and what I 
want to do." 

With that, she moved the hand she was using to hold onto my sleeve and 
placed it on top of mine. 

"I'm gonna find the courage to do that... So..." 


A single tear rolled down her cheek, and she carried on. 


"Can we...stay together just a little longer?" 


Just a little longer. 

That phrase had me trembling. 

I was stunned silent for a moment. My mouth flapped open and shut, and 
Sayu hung her head to fight back her tears. 


"T-is that a 'no'?" 


"No, it's just..." 

She'd asked if we could stay together for ‘just a little longer. 

Until now, we had both avoided touching on that subject explicitly. And 
now, she'd been the one to bring it up. 

"You've..." 

Sayu had finally set forth a 'time limit.' Further still, she'd put it into 
words. This felt like a momentous and pivotal point in our relationship. 

"You've come so far." 

I said in something of a sigh. 

"Huh?" 

I placed a hand on top of her tilted head and ruffled her hair. I ruffled 
her hair without paying a single thought to how messy I was making it. 

"W-wait, Mr. Yoshida!" 

Sayu had accepted her fate, so I needed to brace myself for it, too. 

Deep down, I never really believed there was anything wrong with 
endlessly pushing forward her leaving date, having her stay in my house for 
as long as possible, and carrying on with our overly-comfortable life 
together. 

Just like Yaguchi had said, I was really enjoying having her in my life. 
My intention was to save her, but she'd ended up saving me as well. 

Although, deep down, I was aware of this, I'd never clearly verbalized 
it, and it was a contradiction that tormented me. 

I was her guardian. I couldn't put this off for any longer. 


"I feel the same way." 


When I opened my mouth to speak, Sayu, whose hair was still a mess, 
fixed her gaze on mine. 

"I'll do my very best to help you move forward and get back to your old 
life." 

Sayu's eyes widened as she listened to what I was saying. 

"So..." 

I decided to tell her something I'd never told her before. 

"Give it all you've got." 

Her eyes flooded with tears for a moment, and she furiously wiped them 
away with her sweatshirt. She sniffled as her nose began to run and nodded 
energetically. 

"Mim-hm!" 

Sayu gave a giant smile, showing her teeth. 

It was a childish smile that I had never seen her make before. I found 
myself unable to take my eyes off it for a moment. 

"Oh, whoa." 

"Hm?" 

I pointed at the miso soup to distract from my embarrassment. 

"It's getting cold." 

"Oh, you're right. We'd better eat up, quick." 

Sayu wiped her eyes with her sweatshirt one last time, then bustled back 
to her seat at the dinner table. 

We shared few words as we enjoyed our dinner together; I felt 


reinvigorated. 


This was enough for me. 

Now, she could go back to leading an ordinary life, one step at a time. 

As I reflected on this, I had another realization. 

I took another sip of miso soup, and the salty flavor permeated my 
tongue. 

We'd just promised each other that we would part ways. 

Sayu must have recognized that, too. 


And yet, I knew we were both certain that it was the right thing to do. 


Epilogue 


It was rare for me to work late. 

The convenience store never got very busy, so I'd never had to work 
past my scheduled hours before. However, just as I was about to finish for 
the day, a sports club from a nearby high school came bursting in to the shop, 
so Mr. Yaguchi and I ended up stuck at the registers and weren't able to make 
much progress with the shelf stocking we were tasked to do. If we left the job 
unfinished, it would cause problems for the staff members who were working 
the next shift, so we stayed an hour late. 

"Great work today!" 

By the time I left the office and checked my phone, it was just past 7 pm. 

It was a Saturday. Mr. Yoshida would be at home, and I knew he'd be 
hungry. 

I needed to hurry home and prepare dinner, so I picked up my pace and 
started making my way back to the apartment. 

It was only a five-minute walk away, so before I knew it, I was home. I 
took the spare key out of my bag, and unlocked the door. 

"Sorry I'm late, Mr. Yoshi..." 

As soon as I opened the door, I was met by the sight of Mr. Yoshida, 
who was standing in front of the kitchen in the hallway. 

"Oh, welcome back." 


"It's nice to be home... Wait, what are you doing?" 


I asked Mr. Yoshida, who was standing in front of a pot with a sullen 
look on his face. He gave a curt answer, his face turning even more sour. 

"Making miso soup. What does it look like?" 

"Huh? You are?" 

I hurriedly kicked off my shoes and rushed to his side and saw a brown 
broth slowly simmering away inside the pot. 

"But why?" 

"What do you mean, why? You..." 

He cut himself off and scratched his chin. He had a little bit of stubble, 
so it made a bristling sound as he scratched. 

"You always cook it for me, so I figured, maybe I should make it 
sometimes..." 

I could feel my body temperature rising as he said this. 

Why did that make me feel so happy? 

With this question in mind, I impulsively wrapped my arms around Mr. 
Yoshida in more of a tackle than an embrace. 

"Whoa! Watch out!" 

"Thanks, Mr. Yoshida!" 

"S-sure... It's almost ready, so hurry up and get changed. Well, the soup's 
almost done, anyway. I'll leave the sides to you..." 

"Yes, sir!" 

I practically skipped into the living room, where I quickly set about 


changing out of my outdoor clothes and into my loungewear. 


I yanked off my top, and, half-undressed, I glanced at Mr. Yoshida out of 
the corner of my eye. Predictably, he wasn't looking my way. I watched him 
spacing out in front of the pot he was stirring, and felt somehow unsatisfied. 

"Mr. Yoooshida." 

"What...? Hey! Put some clothes on first, dumbass!" 

Mr. Yoshida, who looked my way when I called his name, immediately 
averted his gaze when he saw me. 

"Pervert!" 

"You were the one who called for me, you dummy!" 

His face turned a light shade of red, and he fixed his eyes on the pot in 
front of him. 

I tossed on the top I wore around the house giggling. 

I felt completely at home in this place. 

I didn't even question whether it was okay for me to be here anymore. 

I pulled off my jeans and slipped on sweatpants. I stole one more glance 
at Mr. Yoshida, who was innocently stirring his pot of miso soup. 

I didn't question if it was okay for me to be here... 

But still. 

"Mr. Yoshida!" 

"Are you dressed?" 

"Yesl" 

"What is it?" 

Mr. Yoshida side-eyed me as I called out to him. 


I smiled brightly at him and repeated what I had a few minutes earlier. 


"It's nice to be home!" 

He gave me a skeptical look and scratched his chin again out of habit, 
making a bristling sound again. 

"You already said that." 

"Aren't you gonna welcome me home?" 

"Huh? ...Sure. Welcome home." 

"Hee-hee!" 

I nodded in satisfaction, and Mr. Yoshida cocked his head slightly and 
sighed. 

It's nice to be home. Welcome home. 

How many more times could we exchange those words? 

I found it a little painful to think about. 

However, I'd made my promise to him. 

I would spend another day with Mr. Yoshida, savoring the happiness my 
life with him gave me and slowly anticipating its end. 

This high school girl and pops could carry on living together, but just 


for a little longer. 
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